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County Agent’s Notes:

February 12, 2001

February: Time to start gardening….
Sure, we still have some cold and rainy weather coming. At least I hope this is true since
we still need more moisture to help overcome the last three years of drought. There will be days
when we can get out in the warm sun and get some things done.
The first thing that comes to mind is the care of fruit trees and shrubs. This is the best
time to get pruning done so that your trees can perform at their best. For fruit trees the reasons
for pruning are to let sunlight penetrate as a way of suppressing diseases and insects, to get rid of
dead and diseased wood, and to cause the plant to grow larger fruit. With peach and plum trees,
the most common method is to prune for what is called an “open center” by removing wood
from the center of the canopy to form something like an inverted cup. Keep main branches fairly
short so they can support the weight of the fruit that will be set, and to prevent the tree from
splitting at the main forks.
For apple, pear, and pecan trees, most people prefer the “central leader” system in which
a main trunk is allowed to grow. Short branches are kept on this central trunk at regular intervals
to allow sunlight to come in. Some varieties tend to grow many small sprouts on the trunk and
branches; these usually need to be thinned out. Limit the height of the main trunk on pear and
apple trees by keeping the top cut off at a height you can reach for harvesting fruit. I would not
advise topping pecan trees. After you finish pruning, clean up all the wood you have cut off and

all the old wood that has fallen and burn this if possible. This material is a source of insects and
diseases.
While you are at it, apply dormant sprays for control of diseases and insects. A dormant
oil or hydrated lime solution can be used for this. Bordeaux solution is also great for this. Be
sure to cover the entire tree including the trunk. Don’t apply dormant oil after the buds begin to
open. Liberally apply hydrated lime or hardwood ashes around the base of trees to discourage
insects that live there in the soil.
Lime and fertilize the soil around trees. You will need 7 to 10 pounds of lime and about
two pints of a good complete fertilizer like 13-13-13 per tree for peach and plum and three to
four pints for larger apple and pear trees. For pecan trees with trunk diameters of 10 inches or
more you may need 7 to 10 pints. For all these trees, apply fertilizer and lime to the area under
the entire tree, not just around the trunk. It also helps to kill all the winter vegetation under the
trees with a herbicide like Roundup to avoid fertilizing weeds. Tillage is OK, but since most
fruit and nut trees are on slopes this is usually not a good idea.
Don’t forget to spray trees with an insecticide/fungicide mixture following petal fall on
fruit trees and following bud break on pecans. Add a little liquid soap to these applications to
improve coverage. Call if you need more information on this.
In the garden, it’s time to think about planting carrots, radishes, turnips, cabbage,
collards, lettuce, onions (sets), English peas, Irish potatoes, and spinach. For the more dedicated
gardeners, other crops that can be planted soon include beets, broccoli, brussels sprouts,
cauliflower, endive, kale, leeks, and parsley. For those who plan to grow your own plants, it will
soon be time to plant tomato, pepper, eggplant and other crops in protected beds or cold frames.

I encourage you to do this if you have not in the past. If you read the article on planting by the
signs and you want to do this, refer to your almanac.
Don’t forget the lime and fertilizer. If you have not limed your garden in the past few
years, do it this year and you will likely see a big improvement. A good rate for lime is 7 to 10
pounds per 100 feet of row. Do this as soon as you can so that the lime can begin to work. If
you have been using triple thirteen as most people have for a long time, switch to a half and half
mix of ammonium nitrate and muriate of potash this year at a rate of about five pounds of the
mixture per 100 feet of row. Then you will need to sidedress crops like corn with the same
mixture at a rate of around five pounds per 100 feet of row. Chances are you have enough
phosphorus to last for several years. If you have doubts about this take a soil sample.
Long range weather forecasters are saying we may be in for another hot summer with
only a little more rain than last year. If they are right we need to get gardens going early so we
can make a crop before the intensive heat begins. Maybe by doing this the Lord will see our
efforts and send us a better year.
I am still interested in the “community garden” idea. If any of you folks would like to get
together to do this let me know.

